Anxiety and psychomotor performance in divers on the surface and underwater at 40 m.
Performance impairments attributed to the effects of nitrogen narcosis have been reported to be significantly larger in studies conducted underwater compared to in hyperbaric chambers. One suggestion is that the larger impairment results from higher levels of anxiety in the underwater environment. The current study aimed to investigate the impact of anxiety and narcosis, in isolation and in combination, on a measure of psychomotor performance. The effects of self-reported anxiety (anxious vs. not anxious) and depth (surface vs. underwater) on performance on the digit letter substitution test (DLST) were measured in 125 divers. Change from baseline scores indicated that divers performed significantly worse on the DLST underwater (mean = 3.35; SD = 4.2) compared to the surface (mean = 0.45-0.73; SD = 4.0-4.2). This decrement was increased when divers reported they were also anxious (mean = 7.11; SD = 6.1). There was no difference on DLST performance at the surface between divers reporting they were anxious and those reporting they were not anxious. The greater decrement in performance at depth in divers reporting anxiety compared to those not reporting anxiety and the lack of this effect on the surface suggested that anxiety may magnify performance deficits presumed to be caused by narcosis.